Thymic sensitivity to sex hormones develops post-natally; an in vivo and an in vitro study.
In vitro thymic organ cultures were used to examine the effects of the sex hormones estradiol and dihydrotestosterone on thymocytes. In contrast with the marked loss of cortical thymocytes seen in vivo with these hormones, no effect was apparent in vitro even at concentrations up to 10(-6) M. The glucocorticoid dexamethasone caused severe depletion in vivo and in vitro. Thymic androgen and estrogen receptors were determined; in the newborn animals up to 2 wk of age, receptor levels were barely detectable. The possibility of indirect modulation of thymic function by steroids in vivo was investigated by culturing thymic lobes in media containing serum from animals treated with these hormones. Only sera from dexamethasone-injected animals caused changes in cell size, number, viability, or phenotype in the culture system. The mechanism for the previously reported effects of sex steroids on the neonatal thymus therefore remains to be elucidated.